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Siam, Japan attained naval supremacy in the Pacific and East
Asiatic waters.
Nearly six months earlier, with Vichy's complicity, she had
gained control over French Indo-China. It was a simple
matter therefore to bring about the capitulation of Pibul
Songgram's government in Bangkok (8 December, 1941). Siam
thus became a threat to Burma well before the fall of Singapore.
But against land attack by a modern power the country was
defenceless. It had neither strategic roads nor railways to its
threatened frontier. No additional troops were stationed there,
and it possessed no munitions factories. Under the circum-
stances only decisive air superiority could have saved it; but
there was the same lack of aircraft as caused the loss of Hong
Kong, Malaya and Singapore in rapid succession. Adequate
reinforcements of troops could not be spared for Burma be-
cause the Japanese invaded simultaneously with their thrust
through Malaya against Singapore, and it was upon the latter
that the British concentrated almost their whole attention.
The Japanese attacked with specially-trained veteran
troops. Against these at first the British could muster only two
under-strength divisions, untrained in meeting Japanese
tactics and provided with equipment quite unsuitable for
jungle warfare. These were supported by a handful of R.A.F
and R.I.A.F. planes, strengthened by the gallant American
Volunteer Group, whose exploits only served to demonstrate
all the more clearly how different the result might have been,
had air superiority been on the British side.
The invasion began in the third week of January 1942 with
two thrusts into Tenasserim, the northern through the Kaw-
kereik Pass debouching into the Moulmein plain, the southern
from Victoria Point towards Mergui. The British made their
first stand on the Salween river around Moulmein. Thence
they were driven westwards along the coast road through
Thaton and across the Sittang to Pegu. A second defeat there
led to the evacuation of Rangoon and a retreat on Prome.
Unable to hold this place, they began to fight a rearguard
action up the Irrawaddy.
Meanwhile Chinese help, under the command of the
American General Stilwell, flowed in over the Burma Road.